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Although kidnappers holding seven foreign oil workers, including four from the US, agreed Feb.
14 to an oil-company ransom offer just ahead of their deadline to kill a second hostage, the captives
have yet to be released. Oil company negotiators were insisting that the kidnappers first produce
proof that the captives were alive and well, police sources said, adding that the release process could
take several more days. Police said the kidnappers reportedly agreed to free the seven in exchange
for a US$13 million ransom.
Adm. Miguel Saona, chief of the Ecuadoran military high command, said in a television interview
on Feb. 14 that the kidnappers had agreed not to kill another hostage since their employers agreed
to pay for their freedom. "I understand that this group of criminals negotiated, and explained they
won't execute anyone else," said Saona. "I understand they reached an economic arrangement."
Helmerich & Payne, the Oklahoma-based oil-drilling firm that employed two of the kidnap victims,
said in a written statement, "Based on recent events, the company has greater optimism regarding
the safe return of our co-worker, David Bradley, and the other hostages presently held captive."
Negotiators hope the deal, for much less than the kidnappers' initial US$80 million demand, will
avert a second killing in the five-month hostage crisis in Ecuador's Amazon region near the border
with Colombia.
The body of 54-year-old Ronald Clay Sander was found Jan. 31. On the white sheet covering
the body was written, "I am a gringo. For nonpayment of kidnapping. HP company. Pompeya,
D.G.," police reported. Pompeya is the oil-exploration camp 240 km southeast of Quito where the
kidnappers seized Sander and nine other foreign oil workers on Oct. 12, 2000. The kidnappers
loaded the hostages, all employed by US firms subcontracted by the Spanish-Argentine firm RepsolYPF, into a camp helicopter and escaped. Helmerich & Payne officials said they were shocked by
Sander's slaying because negotiations had been progressing well.
Company president Hans Helmerich said the company had been working with the FBI, the US
Embassy, and Ecuadoran officials, and "we had every reason to believe that this would result in a
positive outcome." Still being held are David Bradley of Casper, Wyoming, an Helmerich & Payne
employee; Arnold Alford, Steve Derry, and Jason Weber, employed by Erickson Air-Crane Co. of
Oregon; Chilean German Shultz, Argentine Juan Rodriguez, and Dennis Corrin from New Zealand,
all employed by the US-based Schlumberger oil-exploration firm. Two French workers, Jean-Louis
Froidurot and Jamy Marcelly, were also kidnapped but managed to escape a few days after their
abduction.

Kidnapping not political
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Police say the kidnappers are a gang of Ecuadoran and Colombian criminals who have claimed
responsibility for five of the six bombings of Ecuador's only oil pipeline since Oct. 30 to press their
ransom demands. One of the bombings, on Dec. 13, spewed a gusher of burning crude onto a
passing bus, killing eight passengers. The 500-km pipeline runs from the northeastern town of
Lago Agrio to the Pacific port of Balao. Authorities believe the kidnappers are members of the same
gang that held seven Canadians and a US citizen for 100 days in late 1999. United Pipeline Systems
of Alberta, Canada, has never confirmed reports that it paid US$3.5 million for the release of its
employees (see NotiSur, 1999- 12-24).
Security officials say the group's motive is purely financial. On Feb. 16, police said seven campesinos
with links to the kidnappers had been detained. They are accused of having provided food to the
kidnappers.

New pipeline will bring more oil workers to Ecuador
Meanwhile, the Ecuadoran government took a big step toward doubling its output of crude oil
on Feb. 15, signing a long-awaited contract with a consortium of international companies to build
a heavy-crude pipeline. The pipeline will carry oil from oil fields in the Amazon to the port of
Esmeraldas on the Pacific Coast. Plans to build the new pipeline have been on the drawing board
for nearly 10 years, postponed several times because of political conflicts. The government awarded
the deal to OCP Ltda, a consortium of six companies that proposed investing US$1.1 billion to build
the Oleoducto de Crudos Pesados (OCP) pipeline. The consortium includes Alberta Energy, Agip
Petroleum, Kerr-McGee Corp., Occidental Petroleum, Repsol-YPF, and the Argentine construction
firm Techint.
Argentina's Perez Companc said on Feb. 16 that it had also joined the consortium. The government
of President Gustavo Noboa considers the new pipeline a sign of hope for the nation, whose
economy has been in crisis in recent years. The OCP should transport about 450,000 barrels per
day of crude, and it will have a maximum capacity of 518,000 bpd. Current output is an average
of 380,000 bpd. The deal is also expected to improve crude quality by preventing lighter and
heavier varieties from mixing in the nation's only crude pipeline, the Sistema de Oleoducto
Transecuatoriano (SOTE).
"In just two years, Ecuador will have a better and more modern infrastructure for oil transport,
which will bring a better use of existing reserves and those yet to be discovered," said Hernan
Lara, president of OCP Ecuador. Energy Minister Pablo Teran estimated that private investment in
oil exploration would reach US$2.5 billion during the twenty-year contract, before the pipeline is
turned over to the state. Construction is expected to take 24 months.
Noboa said he expects construction on the pipeline to create 58,000 new jobs. The nation registered
9.1% unemployment and 65% underemployment in 2000. "The multiplying effects of this project will
double the number of jobs and reduce unemployment by two percentage points in just one year,"
Noboa said after signing the document. Noboa said the International Monetary Fund (IMF), with
which Ecuador signed a US$300 million credit deal last April, expects the pipeline to raise growth to
5% for 2001.
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Economic analyst Fernando Pozo said he expected between 3.5% and 4% growth this year. More
than 45% of government revenue for 2001 will come from oil, Ecuador's biggest export, and from
domestic fuel sales. Several environmental groups are concerned that the northern route proposed
for the OCP will cut through virgin territory now protected in natural reserves. Before construction
can begin, the proposal must undergo an environmental-impact review, which can take up to
three months. Lara said that, while no development project is free of environmental impacts, the
consortium will do everything possible to "mitigate the impacts."
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